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Human Traﬃcking & Prostitution:
A Comparative Review of Swedish & Dutch Policy
Kelsey Perry & Emilie Davidson

The Problem:
1.2 million children are trafficked every
year (UNICEF), and and the total nuber of
prostituted children could be as high as 10
million (The Lancet).
Trafficking is the second largest source of
illegal income worldwide, exceded only
by the sale of illegal drugs (Belser, 2005).
A study of women trafficked to the
European Union found that 95% of
victims had been violently assaulted or
coerced into a sexual act, and over 60% of
victims reported fatigue, neurological
symptoms... back pain, vaginal discharges,
and gynecological infections
(Zimmerman, 2006).
Definitions: Trafficking refers to “the
recruitment, transportation, transfer,
harbouring or receipt of persons, by means
of the threat or use of force or other forms
of coercion... for the purpose of
exploitation,” whereas prostitution refers
to the sale of sex (UN, 2010).

This woman used in prostitution in Western Europe is
forced through threats and intimidation to give all
earnings to her trafficker. The amount varies between
200 and 400 Euro ($250-$500 USD) per month. These
fees come on top of a huge bogus "debt" typically about
$35,000 Euro ($44,000 USD) owed by the woman to the
trafficker who brought her (State Department). Photo by
Kay Chermush.

Sweden:
Legislation: Sweden has opted to take an abolitionist approach to legislating prostitution, which
crimilizes the purchase of sex. Since January 1, 1999 procuring casual sexual services and obtaining
sexual services for payment are prohibited by law. This law punishes the buyer (not the seller) with
up to six months imprisonment.
Before & A"er: The most recent survey established that the number of women in prostitution in
Sweden has fallen from about 2,500 before the introduction of the Act prohibiting the purchase of
sexual services in 1999 to about 1,500 in 2002. In the three metropolitan areas, fewer women were
exploited in street prostitution in 2003 compared to the Table 1: Changes in Total Street Prostitutes
period before the introduction of the Act prohibiting Town
1998
1999
2003
1998the purchase of sexual services. The number of
2003
buyers has also fallen.
Stockholm
280
170
190
-32%
Eﬀect on Traﬃcking: The prohibition of the
purchase of a sexual service has detered traffickers Gothenburg
286
160
100
-65%
from establishing themselves in Sweden and
Malmo
160
80
135
-15%
functions as a barrier against trafficking in human
beings (National Rapporteur on Trafficking in
Total:
726
410
425
-41%
Human Beings).

The Netherlands:
Legislation: The Netherlands has opted to regulate, not criminalize, prostitution. In 2000, sex work
was recognized as a legitimate field of work, regulated by the government. The motivation behind the
legalization of prostitution was that it is the seller’s choice to sell or not to sell, and that its harmful
effects could be regulated. Therefore, brothel owners and sex workers were required to obtain licenses
that required proof of age and citizenship of sex workers. Sex workers are encouraged to join unions to
increase condom use and reduce violence.
Before & After: Prior to the official legalization, the Netherlands practiced passive tolerance of sex
work, where they only intervened if it caused a problem. In 2000, it took on an active tolerance of sex
work through the regulation of the business. (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs). Therefore, little
information exists on the change between the policy periods. Due to privacy rights and the
pervasiveness of sex work in the home , the
Table 2: The Number of Licensed Sex Establishments* and an
Estimate
for
the
Whole
of
the
Netherlands
(n=260)
government is unable to collect solid statistics on
prostitution. However, it is believed that legalization
has increased the market for prostitution as the risks
associated with the business have been reduced.
Effect on Trafficking: The regulation has created an
“invisible” underground market for sex work of which
the police are unaware. The legalization of sex work
has also increased the number of immigrants.

Conclusions & Recommendations:
While neither approach to prostitution has
successfully eliminated human trafficking, it
appears that the policy of abolition in Sweden
has reduced its occurrence by increasing the risk
of forcing prostitution. The number of
prostitutes dropped 41% within the first five
years, and the price of sex has dropped as well
(Half the Sky).
Conversely, the Netherlands has created a
booming market for sex by reducing the risks
associated with entering the sex market. It is
more difficult to distinguish cases of legal sex
work from human trafficking.
Additionally, although the Netherlands has
facilitated health checkups for women in legal
brothels, there is no evidence that STDs among
sex workers have declined.
The main difference between policy in Sweden
and the Netherlands is the way that sex work
and prostitution are characterized; Swedes
believe all sex work to be coerced, violent and
harmful to society and the Dutch believe some
sex work to be voluntary and that violence can
be regulated.
We tend to agree that the violence and harm to
society stemming from prostitution cannot be
isolated. Therefore, abolition seems to be the
more effective policy for increasing the health
of a society. It is easier to regulate and more
effective in reducing the supply of sex work.
While Sweden does not provide a perfect model
for policy and reduction in the trafficking in
persons, it is a step in the right direction.
We recommend rehabilitation for sex workers
and sex work providers. By providing sex
workers with an alternative profession, we can
be more effective in keeping sex workers off the
streets and brothel owners/pimps out of
business.

